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Abstract 
Increasingly, the Internet and global media are exposing 
children to images of war, disaster and terrorism. In 
addition, parents now seem to be more protective of 
children because of their own increasing fears of child 
abduction, sexual abuse, drug use, bullying and Internet 
paedophilia (Tucci, Mitchell, & Goddard, 2005). At the 
same time, parents also seem to be more indulgent of 
children’s unrealistic fears, often allowing them to avoid 
non-dangerous situations, being overprotective and 
encouraging less independence in their children 
(Hempenstall, 2003). This paper reports on a study that 
investigated whether children today have more worries 
and fears than did previous generations of children. The 
Fear Schedule Survey – Revised (FSSC-R) was 
administered to 220 children aged between 6 and 12 
years, and the results for self-reported frequency, 
intensity and content of fears were compared with those 
of similar studies 10 and 20 years ago using the same 
instrument. The results are discussed in relation to their 
implications for helping parents understand and cope 
with children’s fears. 
Introduction  
Childhood fears are common and universal (King, 
Gullone, & Tonge, 1991; Muris & Merckelbach, 2000) 
and, for many children, they are distressing (McCathie 
& Spence, 1991; Muris, Merckelbach, & Collaris, 1997; 
Ollendick & King, 1994). Girls generally report a 
greater number of fears than do boys (King et al., 1989; 
Ollendick, Matson, & Helsel, 1985; Spence & Kennedy, 
1989; Spence & McCathie, 1993) and there are 
developmental changes in the types of fears children 
exhibit. For instance, younger children tend to be most 
fearful of animals, monsters and the dark, while older 
ones are more afraid of dangerous situations and social 
evaluation (Gullone & King, 1993; Muris et al., 1997). 
However, children’s fears generally decrease in 
intensity and frequency in the later years of adolescence 
(Campbell & Rapee, 1994; King et al., 1989; Spence & 
McCathie, 1993).  
Since the early 1980s, numerous research studies have 
focused on developing an understanding of children’s 
fears in typically developing and atypical groups in 
various countries. Such work provides valuable 
normative data that can be used to predict children who 
are at risk because of excessive fearfulness. The Fear 
Survey Schedule for Children – Revised (FSSC-R) 
(Ollendick, 1983) has been used frequently for 
measuring the number, intensity and pattern of fears in 
children and adolescents in countries including the USA 
(Ollendick, 1983; Ollendick, King & Frary, 1989), the 
UK (Ollendick et al., 1991), Australia (McCathie & 
Spence, 1991; Ollendick et al., 1989), China (Dong et 
al., 1995) and Israel (Elbedour et al., 1997). The 
average number and intensity of fears have been 
remarkably consistent across time periods and cultural 
groups, with the overwhelming majority of studies 
reporting very similar total fears scores.   
Using the FSSC-R, patterns in children’s fears have 
often been analysed on the basis of Ollendick’s (1983) 
five factor-based subscales comprising failure/criticism, 
the unknown, minor injury/small animals, danger and 
death, and medical fears. Many studies have 
demonstrated that fears related to danger and death are 
the most commonly reported among children (King et 
al., 1989; King et al., 1991; McCathie & Spence, 1991; 
Spence & McCathie, 1993) even though they have a 
low probability of occurring (McCathie & Spence, 
1991; Gullone & King, 1997).  For instance, fears about 
burglars, bombing attacks and being hit by a car are 
amongst the ten most common fears of children in the 
USA (Ollendick, 1983), Australia (McCathie & Spence, 
1991) and Belgium (Muris et al., 1997). 
Through the Internet and global media, children are 
increasingly exposed to world events such as war, 
terrorism and other images of danger and death. The 
mass media are becoming more intrusive and pervasive, 
and the images shown are more disturbing (Cantor, 
1998). Although this trend commenced prior to 
September 11, the horrifying events of that day 
undoubtedly have produced a greater awareness of the 
potential psychological impact that traumatic images of 
death and destruction might have on young children. 
These concerns have been reflected in articles in the 
popular press with titles such as “The fears of a child, 
reflected in the clouds above any U.S. city” (New York 
Times, 11 September 2002) and “A parent’s guide to 
war anxiety” (New York Times, 20 March 2003).  
Perhaps as a consequence of the world situation since 
September 11, parents now seem to be more fearful for 
their children and consequently more protective of them 
(Tucci et al., 2005). Fears of child abduction are 
especially prevalent, even though the number of child 
abductions has not increased (Wilson, Martins, & 
Marske, 2005). Media reports of bullying, sexual abuse, 
drug use and Internet paedophilia often fuel parental 
anxieties (Tucci et al., 2005). Since children are likely 
to react to their parent’s response to an event as well as 
to the event itself, these trends have disturbing 
implications (Beauchesne et al., 2002). 
It seems too that parents are becoming more indulgent 
of children’s unrealistic fears, often allowing them to 
avoid non-dangerous situations and encouraging less 
independence (Hempenstall, 2003). In some instances 
parental anxiety may lead to paranoid parenting where 
children are protected from even minor risks (Furedi, 
2001). 
Given the images of danger and death that children 
are likely to be witnessing through the Internet and 
global media, and the increasing tendency towards 
over-protection by their parents, it would not be 
surprising if children have indeed become more fearful, 
especially of events related to danger and death. 
Although learning to cope with fears is considered to be 
a typical developmental task of childhood, the 
consequences of excessive fearfulness can be serious. 
Surprisingly, the question of whether children have 
become more fearful since September 11 does not 
appear to have been the focus of much recent research. 
Yet, anecdotal information from clinical practice 
suggests that parents themselves are expressing 
significant concerns about the psychological impact on 
their children of the specific events of September 11 
and, more generally, the constant bombardment of 
media images of terrorism and war. The current study 
thus sought to determine whether children today report 
having more fears than did children 10 to 20 years ago 
and, given the current world situation, whether the 
nature of children’s fears has changed across the past 
two decades.   
Method 
Participants 
The participants were 220 children (111 boys and 113 
girls) aged between 6 and 12 years (M = 8.72 years, SD 
= 1.99). Of the children, 71 were aged 6-7 years, 66 
were 8-9 years and 83 were 10-12 years. Most of the 
families lived in the south-eastern corner of Queensland, 
the most densely populated area of this large Australian 
state which includes the capital city, Brisbane. 
Education levels of fathers and mothers ranged from 
Grade 10 or less, up to postgraduate qualifications. 
When education levels were contrasted with the 
Australian population, the sample was somewhat 
skewed towards higher levels of education. 
 
Measure 
The FSSC-R (Ollendick, 1983) is a revision of Scherer 
and Nakamura’s (1968) Fear Survey Schedule for 
Children. It consists of 80 stimulus items to which 
children respond on a three-point scale indicating how 
much fear (none, some, or a lot) they have of particular 
things. Several studies have found a five-factor solution 
for this instrument comprising Factor 1: Fear of Failure 
and Criticism, Factor 2: Fear of the Unknown, Factor 3: 
Fear of Minor Injury and Small Animals, Factor 4: Fear 
of Danger and Death, and Factor 5: Medical Fears 
(Burnham & Gullone, 1997; Ollendick, 1983; Spence & 
McCathie, 1993). These factors have been found to be 
consistent in the United States (Ollendick, 1983), 
Australia (Ollendick et al., 1989) and the United 
Kingdom (Ollendick, Yule, & Ollier, 1991). The scale 
has sound psychometric properties (Muris et al., 2002). 
The FSSC-R was chosen as it is the most widely used 
instrument world-wide with a history of over 20 years 
and its use enabled direct comparisons with several 
previous studies of children’s fears. The original 1983 
version of the instrument was used in this research (as 
sent to the authors by Tom Ollendick in 2004 with one 
item (73) changed from “Russia” to “terrorists”).  
Several other items were re-worded to reflect Australian 
language and other nuances. For example, item 21 was 
changed from “getting a shot” to “getting an injection”.  
 
Procedure 
As part of the fieldwork requirements of a 
developmental psychology subject, questionnaires were 
administered by undergraduate students enrolled in a 
teacher training degree at a large Australian university. 
Each student administered the questionnaire by reading 
it to two children who were known to them.  
Results 
In order to facilitate comparisons of the current results 
with those reported in previous studies using the FSSC-
R, particularly Ollendick (1983), McCathie and Spence 
(1991) and Muris et al. (1997), the data were analysed 
in relation to total fears scores, the ten most common 
fears and the factor structure.  
 
Total Fears Scores 
The total fears score was derived by summing the 
scores across all fear items on the FSSC-R. The total 
score was thus a global index of the child’s level of fear. 
In this sample the total fear score across age and gender 
was 136.37. A 3 (age 6-7, 8-9, 10-12 years) x 2 
(gender) ANOVA yielded a main effect only for gender 
(F = 5.72 p < .05) with girls reporting significant more 
fears than boys. The greatest gender differences were 
evident on items 25 “spiders” and 64 “getting punished 
by your father”. Girls endorsed more fear of spiders 
than did boys (34.5% and 16.2%, respectively) while 
boys reported more fear of punishment (33.3%) 
compared with girls (25%). The scale had high internal 
consistency with a Cronbach’s alpha co-efficient of .95 
on the 80 items. 
 
Most Common Fears 
The ten most common fears were determined by the 
proportion of the sample endorsing the highest level of 
fear (“a lot”). Table 1 shows the ten fears rated with the 
greatest intensity, tabulated for the total sample and 
separately by gender and age. These fears were 
remarkably consistent across gender and age. Girls 
endorsed the same fears in exactly the same order as the 
total. Boys endorsed 9 out of the 10 fears in exactly the 
same order with “guns” (35.1%) being replaced by 
“getting an electric shock” (36%) for the tenth fear. 
More girls consistently endorsed each fear. Furthermore, 
all ages endorsed 9 of the 10 fears. The relative ranking 
and the salience of these fears (over 40% of children 
reported that they had “a lot” of fear for each of these 
items) was thus remarkably consistent.  
 
 
Table 1 Ten most common fears by age and gender 
 
Item Total Gender Ages 
  boys girls 6-7 8-9 10-12
car 61.2 57.7 64.7 56.5 72.5 56.8 
bombs 57.5 54.5 60.5 50.0 66.2 55.6 
breathe 56.2 52.7 59.5 50.7 69.1 50.6 
burglar 53.7 50.5 56.9 56.5 56.5 49.4 
fire 52.0 47.7 56.0 49.3 63.8 46.9 
terrorist 49.8 47.3 52.2 39.1 54.5 55.6 
lost 48.2 44.6 51.7 52.9 47.8 42.0 
death 47.4 42.9 51.7 48.6 47.8 43.2 
princip 41.9 35.7 47.8 47.1 44.9 38.3 
guns 41.0 35.1 46.6 46.4 47.8 32.1 
 
Factor Structure 
Previous normative studies have factor analysed FSSC-
R data using principal components procedure with 
varimax rotation (Burnham & Gullone, 1997; Ollendick, 
1983; Ollendick et al., 1989) on the assumption that the 
factors of fear are independent, which might not be the 
case (Burnham & Gullone, 1997). Despite the small 
sample size, for comparison purposes principal 
components analysis with varimax rotation was carried 
out (Neal, Lilly, & Zakis, 1993). Based on previous 
research indicating the appropriateness of a five-factor 
solution for the FSSC-R, five factors were retained for 
rotation. The principal components analysis was found 
to account for 36% of the variance. Nine of the ten most 
common fears loaded onto the first factor which had 
high internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha coefficient 
= .92). In previous studies this factor has been titled 
Danger and Death. The loadings for Factor 1 are 
displayed in Table 2 alongside the items and loadings 
obtained on this factor by Ollendick (1983). 
 
Table 2:  Comparison of Danger and Death Factor 
between 1983 and present study 
 
Ollendick 
(1983) 
Load Present study 
 
Load 
Breathe 
Hit by car 
Principal 
Earthquake 
Falling 
Germs 
Stay school 
Shock 
Fire 
Bombing 
Go school 
Lost 
Death 
Russia 
 
0.70 
0.68 
0.65 
0.64 
0.58 
0.57 
0.56 
0.53 
0.51 
0.50 
0.47 
0.45 
0.43 
0.42 
 
 
 
 
 
Earthquakes 
Terrorists 
Breathe 
Fire–getting burned  
Hit by car 
Getting a shock 
Bombing attacks 
Germs 
A burglar 
Guns 
Falling  
Strange people 
Principal 
Being in a fight 
Getting a bee sting 
Sharp objects 
Punished by father 
Bears or wolves 
Getting car sick 
Death 
Sick at school 
Deep water 
Rough games 
High places 
Strange dogs 
Cemeteries 
0.71 
0.70 
0.70 
0.70 
0.70 
0.65 
0.64 
0.64 
0.63 
0.63 
0.60 
0.53 
0.52 
0.49 
0.46 
0.44 
0.43 
0.42 
0.38 
0.37 
0.37 
0.36 
0.35 
0.34 
0.32 
0.31 
Discussion 
Children’s fears over the past two decades appear to 
have remained remarkably stable. The total fears score 
of 136 compares with those in previous studies 
conducted over the past two decades in the USA (e.g., 
135 in Ollendick, 1983; 133 in Ollendick et al., 1996) 
and Australia (e.g., 135 in McCathie & Spence, 1991; 
132 in Gullone & King, 1993, 134 in Ollendick et al., 
1996). Consistent with previous research, girls report 
higher levels of fear than do boys. Although most prior 
work has identified age differences in children’s fears, 
such differences are not apparent in the current study.  
There is also a high level of consistency across time 
for the most common fears. Seven of the fears (“being 
hit by car”, “not being able to breathe”, “bombing 
attacks”, “fire-getting burned”, “burglar”, “getting lost” 
and “death/dead people”) are common to children in 
1983 in the USA, those in the Netherlands in 1997, and 
the current sample in Australia. A direct comparison 
with McCathie and Spence’s (1991) Australian study is 
more difficult because of item changes; even so, the 
children in that study rated most of their top ten fears in 
common with the current sample. The small differences 
in the most common fears across the four studies are 
sometimes due to item changes (e.g., “terrorism” is 
contained in the currently reported scale but not in the 
previous ones). In addition, some differences may 
reflect cultural effects rather than changes over time. 
For instance, children in the Netherlands did not rate 
the principal as one of their top ten fears, and only 
children in Australia reported a high level of fear about 
guns, a result also found by Ollendick et al. (1996) in 
Australia.   
Ollendick’s (1983) reported five-factor solution for 
the FSSC-R has been replicated several times, even 
when the questions have been slightly reworded and 
others added. The results from the current study 
indicate a five-factor structure that is conceptually 
similar. However, compared with Ollendick’s (1983) 
results, the order of factors is different (notably Danger 
and Death is the first rather than the fourth factor to 
emerge) and considerably more items load on this 
factor (26 compared with 14). Interestingly, in Muris 
and Ollendick’s (2002) study, Danger and Death was 
also the first factor with 28 items. Many of the 
additional items are similar across the two studies, and, 
not surprisingly, most come from Ollendick’s (1983) 
Fear of the Unknown factor which has been shown to 
have a moderate positive correlation with Danger and 
Death in other research (e.g., Burnham & Gullone, 
1997).   
In the current study only 36% of variance is 
accounted for by these five factors. This is considerably 
less than the 77% reported by Ollendick (1983), 
although not dissimilar to the findings of more recent 
research (e.g., 41% in McCathie & Spence, 1991, and 
43% in Muris & Ollendick, 2002). Many studies have 
simply accepted the five factor-based FSSC-R 
subscales without conducting factor analysis (e.g., King 
& Gullone, 1990; King et al., 1989; Muris et al., 2002) 
even when the instrument has been used in very 
different cultural groups (e.g., Dong et al., 1995 with 
Chinese children). Clearly, these results indicate that 
assumptions about the stable factor structure of the 
FSSC-R must be questioned.   
It would seem from this investigation that in general 
children today are no more fearful than previous 
generations of children. Although there is some 
evidence that those in the current study (which was 
conducted after the events of 9/11) displayed a greater 
number of fears that related to danger and death, overall 
their fearfulness does not appear to have increased. 
Despite adult concerns about the negative impact of 
exposure to terrorism and global disasters in the media, 
it is possible that children have not been affected to any 
significant extent. Perhaps parents are effectively 
protecting their children from negative effects, or 
perhaps children are becoming more fearful but not in 
ways that are detected by traditional fears measures 
such as the FSSC-R. 
Even though it appears that children’s fearfulness has 
not increased over the past 20 years, there have been 
changes in the pattern of their fears. The results of this 
study, as well as those from Muris and Ollendick 
(2002), suggest a more generalised main component 
that is related not only to danger and death, but also to 
physical outcome fears (Campbell & Rapee, 1994). If 
we are to provide effective support for children and 
appropriate guidance for their parents, it is important 
that we develop a better understanding of children’s 
fears, using a wider variety of assessment approaches, 
and developing a range of strategies to assist them to 
cope with their fears. 
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